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Abstract 
The development of goal plan elements were examined through a storytelling task in 
120 Cantonese-speaking participants from age 3 to adults. There were 20 participants 
in each of the groups. The goal plan elements being investigated were setting, 
initiating events, attempts and consequences. From this study, it was found that there 
was an increase use of different goal plan components across age groups. A certain 
goal plan element was considered to be acquired at a particular age group if 75% of 
the participants in that age group used it. It was found that in Cantonese speaking 
children, setting was acquired at the age 7, attempt at age 9 while outcome at age 5.  
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Introduction 
Importance of studying narratives 
When children begin to use more words in verbal production, they eventually 
communicate with others using more than a sentence (Lahey, 1988). The development 
of verbal production continues and the children begin to produce sequences of 
sentences. When these sequences of sentence form a connected unit, they can be 
considered as a form of discourse. Narrative is one form of discourse production and 
is a report concerning what had happened. Narrative can be real or imagery. When it 
is imagery, it is often considered as a “story”. On the other hand, it can be a “personal 
narrative” which is a recounts of personal experiences  The study of the narrative 
skills of children is important as narrative skills is an important language skill which 
is closely related to literacy development (Chang, 2004). In investigating one’s 
narrative skills, not only his /her competence in language is assessed, but also the 
competences in communication and cognition. The importance of narrative 
development have been highlighted as one’s narrative skills during the early years is a 
predictor in language skills in school years. Hence, the study, of one’s narrative skills 
became the interests of many researchers’ findings.  
Approaches to Narrative Analysis 
In studying the narratives produced by children, the interactions of their cognitive, 
language and social development can be investigated (Berman & Slobin, 1994). 
Therefore, the study of narratives produced by children has been the subject of 
numerous studies since the 1970s. There are three approaches to narrative analysis 
and they are focusing on different aspects of the narrative production (Berman, 1995).  
These three approaches include: (i) focus on the content of the narrative; (ii) focus on 
the structure of the narrative; and (iii) focus on the relationships between form and 
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function of the narrative. The content-focus ones include the study of event 
representations of a narrative and high point analysis. The structure-focus ones 
include studying the causal networks and story grammars. The form/functions 
relations-focus ones include studying the cohesion, connectivity, perspective, 
reference, tense of a narrative.  
The emphasis of research on child’s story narrative development has shifted from 
content of narrative to structure of the narrative and the relationships between the 
form and function of the narratives from the 1980s.  
Structure-focus Analysis of narratives 
There are two streams of studying methods in studying the content of a narrative, 
the studying of story grammar components and the studying of goals-plans (Berman, 
1995). Both are studying the macrostructure of a narrative. These methods of 
analyzing narratives define a set of units (e.g. story grammar components, goal-plan 
elements) in which the regularities of the story are captured. An episode is often 
viewed as containing a set of these units. Also, both of the methods view narratives as 
a hierarchical structure, containing lower level elements and episodes which are 
embedded in higher level elements. The elements are also can be recursive as a 
element can recur in different episodes. The story grammar is a set of rules that form a 
cognitively based framework that serves two purposes: helps the speaker to generate a 
story and guides the listener in comprehending and retelling the story. (Stein & Glenn, 
1979). The goal-plan analysis can be considered as a variation of story grammar in 
which similar aspects of the structure of the story will be examined. A number of 
studies were done using these two methods in analyzing narratives (Stein and Glenn, 
1979; Mandler, 1982; Trabasso, Secco, and van den Broek, 1984; Trabasso and 
Nickels, 1992).  
5 
The studying of the content of a narrative had first gained attention when Stein 
and Glenn (1979) have proposed a model to analyze story narratives in which story 
grammar components are used.  According to this story grammar model, a story 
includes at least one episode and a setting. A setting is a particular time, location, or 
context in which a protagonist is in. Then, the protagonist will face an initiating event, 
which motivates the protagonist towards a certain goal. The initiating event can be a 
physical obstacle, moral dilemma or personal problem. The protagonist reacts gives 
an internal response, which is his/her psychological reflection. Then, he/she will 
generate a plan to achieve the goal. After that, the protagonist makes an attempt to 
solve the problem. A consequence will be resulted from the character’s attempt. The 
consequence will mark the success or failure of the attempt. A story usually ends with 
the character’s internal response to what has occurred (reactions). An episode is 
comprised of these six story components.  
After Stein and Glenn proposed the story grammar model to analyze story 
narratives, Trabasso, Secco, and van den Broek (1984) adopted the ideas of Stein and 
Glenn. The episodic categories used by Stein and Glenn remains, but the focuses of 
Trabasso, Secco and van den Broek shifted to the conceptual and logical basis for 
relating information content in stories as well as on the causal inferences of the stories. 
The term “goal plan” was used to refer to the system they developed for story 
analyzing. Usually at the beginning of the story, there is a setting and several events 
(initiating events) were taken plan. Then goals of the protagonist in the story can be 
inferred from the settings and events. For example, in the story Ugly Duckling, the 
ugly duckling’s goal is to find his mother. The goal is set, the protagonist will have 
actions in order to achieve the goal, and these actions will be encoded as attempts. 
Also, the outcomes of the narrative are evaluated in terms of success or failure to 
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achieve the inferred goal. As a result, the events, goals, attempts, and outcomes are 
united into episodes. It was proposed that goal-plan components include setting, 
initiating events, attempts, and outcomes which are similar to that proposed by Stein 
and Glenn. The advantage of using goal plan in analyzing a narrative is that the 
conceptual and logical maturating of the narrator can be tapped. In goal plan analysis, 
focus will be put on whether the narrator’s production is casually related and whether 
he/she is able to explain or evaluate the protagonist’s actions and outcomes according 
to the protagonist point of view. When the goal plan is used in analyzing a narrative 
production, whether the events in the narration are coherently represented can be 
investigated. The following table shows the comparisons between story grammar 
analysis and goal plan analysis.  
Table 1 
Components in analyzing narratives according to story grammar analysis and goal 
plan analysis 
Story grammar 
(Stein & Glenn, 1979) 
Goal Plan 
(Trabasso et al, 1992) 
Setting 
Particular time, location, context in 
which the protagonist is in 
 
Setting 
Particular time, location, context in 
which the protagonist is in 
 
Initiating events 
Faced by the protagonist, motivates 
the protagonist to attain a certain 
goal 
 
Initiating events 
Events that motivates the 
protagonist to attain a certain goal 
 
Internal responses 
Psychological reaction developed 
by the protagonist towards the 
initiating events 
 
 
Plan 
Method to achieved the goal 
 
 
Attempts 
Actual actions to solve the problem
 
Attempts 
Actual actions to attain the goal 
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Table 1 (continued). 
Story grammar 
(Stein & Glenn, 1979) 
Goal Plan 
(Trabasso et al, 1992) 
  
Consequence  
Results of the protagonist’s attempt
 
Outcomes 
Whether the goal is accomplished  
 
Reactions 
Psychological reactions developed 
by the protagonist towards the 
consequence 
 
 
 
Development of narratives 
There are a number of studies on the development of narratives in English-
speaking children, especially using the structure focused point of view.  
Applebee (1978) described five stages of narrative development. In stage I (heaps), 
between age 2;00 to 3;00, children primarily use object names to label pictures when 
engaged in a story telling task. The narration lacks a central theme. In stage II 
(sequence), at age 3;00, a central theme is formed from the narratives produced by the 
children. The narratives they produce have a temporal sequence but the sequence is 
only arbitrary. No plot is observed at this stage. In stage III (primitive narrative), at 
age 4;00 to 4;06, a central theme is usually formed in the narratives of the children. A 
plot is often present. At this stage a child’s narrative production begins to include 
initiating event, attempt and consequence. This stage is considered to be the beginning 
of using true narratives. In stage IV (unfocused chain), at age 4;06 to 5;00, in addition 
to the initiating event, attempt, and consequence, one more story grammar element 
will be added. It would be either internal response or plan. In stage V (focused chain), 
at age 5;00 to 7;00, children begins to use five story grammar elements, adding, 
internal response, plan, and/or reaction.  
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Trabasso, Stein, Rodkin, Munger and Baughn (1992) suggested that at three years 
old, children showed no knowledge of goal plans. Beginning from age four, the 
narratives produced are relevant to the goal plan. That is to say, the narratives 
produced by the children at this stage begin to have a central theme and the other 
events produced are related to the central theme. These findings agreed with those by 
Applebee, which suggested that true narratives begin at the age of around age 4;00. 
Also, in their study, it was found that the setting of a narrative is the earliest goal plan 
component to have developed, at around age 3;00. While at age 4;00, the children’s 
narrative begins to include initiating events, attempts, and outcome.  
The number of studies on the production of narratives by Cantonese specking 
children was sparse. Nevertheless, in a research on the development of story grammar 
in Cantonese-speaking children, it was found that for normally developing children, 
they produce initiating event, attempt, and consequence at age five (Chan, 2003). For 
internal response, it was reported to have developed at age eight. While for plan, it 
was not yet developed even for the oldest age group (aged 8).  
In comparing the performance of the data on English-speaking and Cantonese-
speaking children, it was found that their development pattern were similar. They also 
attain the knowledge of certain story grammar at similar age. The following table 
shows the narrative development by different measures: 
Table 2 
Narrative development according to different authors 
Applebee (1978)  Trabasso et al (1992) Chan (2003) 
Stage I – heaps (2;00-3;00)  Setting (3;00) Initiating event (5;00) 
Stage II – sequence (3;00)  Initiating event (4;00) Attempts (5;00) 
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Table 2 (continued).    
Applebee (1978)  Trabasso et al (1992) Chan (2003) 
Stage III – primitive 
narrative (4;00-4;06) 
 Attempts (4;00) Consequences (5;00) 
Stage IV- unfocused chain 
(4;06-5;00) 
 Outcomes (4;00) Internal response (8;00) 
Stage V- focused chain 
(5;00-7;00) 
  Plan (not developed in the 
oldest age group) 
 
Narrative skills of Chinese-speaking children 
For the narrative development of Chinese-speaking children, it was found in a 
research that Mandarin-speaking children produced longer narratives and used more 
temporal devices in telling their personal experiences (Chang, 2004). It was also 
suggested in Chang’s study that there was a rapid growth in the narrative skills of 
Mandarin-speaking children during the preschool years.  
For goal/plan development of Cantonese speaking children, no research had been 
done. It may be similar to that of the English speaking children as they share a 
universal concept of story. On the other hand, cultural and linguistic differences also 
play a part in the development of narratives production. For example, the expectation 
of the performance from the parents plays a large role in the types and contents of 
narratives produced by young children. In a study by Melzi (2000), it was found that 
European American mothers tend to focus more on the structural and organization 
aspects of the stories produced by their children while Central American mothers tend 
to focus more on the conversational aspects of the narrations. McCabe (1997) 
suggested that Latino children narrate sequence events less frequently than their 
10 
European North American, Japanese, and African American peers. For Cantonese-
speaking mothers, it was found that there were differences between their story-reading 
styles when compared with Western mothers (Wong and Johnston, 2002). Cantonese 
speaking mothers used less frequent book reading and prompting to young children 
for personal narratives than the Western mothers. Therefore, the exposure to stories of 
Cantonese-speaking children may be different from that of English-speaking children. 
This may affect the narrative development of Cantonese-speaking children. 
Gender Differences 
 Generally, females were thought to be more advanced than males in language 
development particularly in the early stages. This was verified in a study on 
Cantonese-speaking preschoolers investigating gender differences (Tse, Chan, Kwong 
& Li, 2002). From that study, it was found that girls performed better than their male 
counterparts in terms of mean length of utterances, variety of sentence types and 
structure and syntactic complexity.  
However, no studies had been done on whether there are gender differences in 
the narrative development of Cantonese speaking children.  
Research Questions 
The primary purpose of this study is to find out the development of goal plan 
components in normally developing children. My research questions were. 
1. Does the use of goal plan components increase with age in normally 
developing Cantonese-speaking children? 
2. What is the age at which each of the goal plan components is acquired in 
normally developing Cantonese speaking children? 
3. Are there any gender differences in the acquisition of goal plan 
components in normally developing Cantonese speaking children? 
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Based on the literature review, the following hypotheses were made. The use 
of goal plan components will increase with age as children have more exposure to the 
language as well as with the development in cognitive, communicative and language 
skills. With the assumption that children share a universal concept of story, 
Cantonese-speaking children will shown a similar developmental trend with English-
speaking children in the acquisition of goal plan components. On the other hand, 
cultural differences may have effects on the development of goal plan components. If 
it is the case, Cantonese-specking children will show a different developmental 
pattern in the acquisition of goal plan components when compared with English-
speaking children. For the gender difference, as it was suggested that boys were later 
than the girls in the development of different language aspects such as phonology and 
expressive development, it was hypotheses girls will be more advance than the boys 
in the development of the use of goal plan components.  
Method 
The data were retrieved from the Corpus of Hong Kong Frog Story1. Language 
samples obtained from a story-telling task were used to analyze in this project. 
Background of subjects, use of materials and procedures were discussed in the 
following. 
Participants 
A hundred children who were attending kindergarten and primary school 
participated in this project. The primary language of the children was Cantonese. For 
the age groups of 3;00, 4;00, and 5;00 years, Reynell Developmental Language scale - 
Cantonese version (Reynell & Hurtley, 1987), Hong Kong Cantonese Receptive 
Vocabulary Test (Lee, Lee, & Cheung, 1996) and Cantonese Segmental Phonology 
Test (So, 1993) were used as screening tools to ascertain they had normal language 
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abilities. Children whose score in both receptive and expressive language part were 
within 1.25 S.D. were included, in which children whose language score is beyond 
1.25 S.D. should have a higher priority of receiving speech and language services 
(Fey, 1986). No formal language tests was carried out to test for the language abilities 
of the participants in the groups of 7;00, 9;00. However, it was reported by their 
teachers that the participants in these age groups had average academic performance 
and showed no language or learning difficulties. There were twenty subjects in each 
age group. Twenty adults aged 18 to 57, without report of any speech and language 
difficulties, were also recruited on a voluntary basis. 
Stimulus Materials 
The storybook ‘Frog, Where are you?’ (Mayer, 1969) was used. It included 
twenty-four pictures without written text. The story was about a boy and a dog had 
gone through a series of hurdles in the course of finding their lost pet, which was a 
frog.  
This story was chosen because different goal plan elements were included. 
The setting was provided in scene 1. At the beginning of the story, the story book 
shown that a boy and a dog are looking at a frog that is inside a jar. The initiating 
events of the boy’s actions in the later scene were suggested in scene 2 and scene 3. In 
scene 2, the boy and the dog fall asleep and the frog leaves the jar. In scene 3 (the 
next morning), the boy and the dog find the jar empty and realize that the frog had 
gone. As the boy realized that he has lost his frog, he developed a goal: to re-own the 
frog. In order to re-own the frog, attempts to find it out were necessary. Therefore, 
starting from scene 4, the boy starts a series of attempts to find the frog. These include 
finding the frog inside the boy’s own room, at the window, outside in the forest etc., 
but all attempts end in failure. Each one of the failure drove another attempt. The boy 
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finally finds the frog in scene 22 when he is looking it at a log. He also finds the 
frog’s mate and many little frogs. At the end, the outcomes of the boy’s attempts were 
that he successfully found the frog and was able to re-own it.   
Data collection Procedure 
 Standard instructions, which asked the subjects to spend some time on reading 
the storybook once, were read to the subjects before they started reading the 
storybook. All the verbal productions by the subjects were recorded by a mini-disc 
recorder and transcribed orthographically.  
Scoring Procedure 
All the participant’s narratives were recorded by a mini-disc recorder. The 
recordings were then transcribed orthographically by students from the Division of 
Speech and Hearing Sciences, University of Hong Kong. After that, the transcriptions 
were viewed by the researcher and were scored according to the scoring criteria. Each 
of the participant’s narrations was scored individually.  
 According to the research conducted by Trabasso (1992), five analyses of 
planning components were used to analyze the narratives produced by the participants.  
 Setting 
Narrations of the first picture were analyzed. The narrations were scored 
according to whether the narrator mentioned the frog at the beginning and whether 
he/she stated that the frog belongs to the boy by statements such as “his frog”, “has a 
frog”, “he keeps a frog” and “pet frog”.  
Initiating Events 
 There are totally six initiating events which initiate the boy to find the frog. 
These including, the boy and the dog fall asleep, the frog leave the jar, the boy wakes 
up at the next morning, the boy finds the jar empty and realize that the frog has gone. 
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He feels sad about losing the frog. The narrations were scored according to whether 
these initiating events were included.  
Attempts 
There are totally seven attempts done by the boy in order to search for the frog. 
The first six failed while the last one succeeded. The seven attempts were seven 
scenes in which the boy was shown to search for the frog. Statements were classified 
as attempts if one could plausibly infer a search, including “search”, “yell” and “look”. 
Purposeful attempts were those clauses that the frog was involved. Outcome 
Narrations that have mentioned the boy had find the frog or take a frog away 
were scored as having the out come element.  
Reliability 
Inter-rater reliability 
 Ten percent of the children’s narrative samples from each age group were 
randomly selected and scored independently by a year VI student from the Division of 
Speech and Hearing Sciences. Training on the goal plan components were given to 
the secondary rater. Scoring guild lines were provided. The scores calculated by the 
first rater were compared to that by the second rater in terms of the productions of 
setting, initiating events, attempts and outcomes by the participants. The results were 
90.2%, indicating a high inter-rater reliability.  
Results 
 The scores of the participants were used to investigate if there were any age-
related differences in the use of goal plan components. Fist, each of the participants’ 
narration was scored according to the scoring criteria. Table 3 shows the percentage 
of participants who used the selected goal plan components in each age group.  
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Table 3 
The percentage of participants who used the selected goal plan components in each 
age group. 
Items Age 3 Age 4 Age 5 Age 7 Age 9 Adult 
Setting 0.45 0.53 0.73 0.80 0.93 0.93 
Initiating Events 0.20 0.38 0.47 0.62 0.57 0.73 
Attempts 0.19 0.38 0.53 0.71 0.82 0.83 
Outcome 0.40 0.45 0.90 0.90 0.95 1.00 
  
 The scores of the goal plan components setting, initiating events and attempts 
increase with age. A factorial ANOVA was carried out to study the interaction effects 
between the two factors age and gender. The results indicated no statistically 
significant effect between age and gender [F(15,293)=0.47, p>.05]. The gender effect 
was also statistically insignificant [F(3,106)=0.91, p>.05]. However, the age effect is 
statistically significant [F(15,293)=11.38, p<.05].  
 After performing the factorial ANOVA and the results were obtained, the 
main effect of age was investigated. From table 1, it was shown that the production of 
setting showed an increase across age groups. Therefore, a one-way ANOVA was 
conducted and the result confirmed statistically significant group differences on the 
production of setting [F(5,114)=18.706, p<.05].  
 Follow-up post hoc analysis using Tukey HSD test revealed that differences 
were significant (p<.05), between age groups, except between adjacent ones (i.e. 3-
year-olds and 4-year-olds; 5-year-olds and 7-year-olds; 7-year-olds and 9-year-olds; 
9-year-olds and adults).  
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 The production of initiating events showed an increase across age groups. 
Therefore, a one-way ANOVA was conducted and the result confirmed statistically 
significant group differences on the production of initiating events [F(5,114)=27.08, 
p<.001].   
 Follow-up post hoc analysis using Tukey HSD test revealed that differences 
were significant (p<.05), between adjacent age groups, except between 4-year-olds 
and 5-year-olds; 7-year-olds and 9-year-olds; 9-year-olds and adults.  
 The production of attempts showed an increase across age groups. Therefore, 
a one-way ANOVA was conducted and the result confirmed statistically significant 
group differences on the production of attempts [F(5,114)=25.04, p<.001].  
 Follow-up post hoc analysis using Tukey HSD test revealed that differences 
were significant (p<.05), between age groups, except between adjacent ones (i.e. 3-
year-olds and 4-year-olds; 4-year-olds and 5-year-olds; 5-year-olds and 7-year-olds; 
7-year-olds and 9-year-olds; 9-year-olds and adults).  
 For the production of outcomes, as it is scored in an all-or-none basis, a 
Kruskal-Wallis one-way ANOVA by ranks test was carried out to study the results. 
The results of the Kruskal-Wallis one-way ANOVA by ranks suggested statistically 
significant differences in the performance of the participants across groups (p=.0000). 
After carrying out the Kruskal-Wallis one-way ANOVA by ranks, it is necessary to 
check whether there are group difference between one group and another. Therefore, 
the scores were compared pair by pair using Mann-Whitney U test. The results were 
shown in table 7. 
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Table 4. Pair-wise comparisons of the production of outcomes using Mann-Whitney 
U test 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*p<.05. 
From the results of the post-hoc comparisons using Mann-Whitney U test, it 
was found that differences were significant between age groups 3-year-olds and 5-
years-olds; 3-year-olds and 7-year-olds; 3-year-olds and 9-year-olds; 3-year-olds and 
adults; 4-year-olds and 5-year-olds; 4-year-olds and 7-year-olds; 4-year-olds and 9-
year-olds; 4-year-olds and adults. 
Discussion 
 The production of goal plan components in this story telling task is a measure 
of expressive language. In this session, the interpretation of the results will be 
discussed. 
 Cantonese-speaking children acquire goal plan components gradually between 
the age three to nine as the children are becoming aware of the linguistic complexity 
of narratives and increase in exposures to narratives.  The acquisition of different goal 
plan components will be discussed individually. 
  
 
Age Groups 4 5 7 9 adult 
3 U=190 
 
U=100* 
 
U=100* 
 
U=90* 
 
U=80* 
 
4  U=110*  
U=110* 
 
U=100* 
 
U=90* 
 
5   U=200  
U=190 
 
U=180 
 
7    U=190  
U=180 
 
9     U=190  
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Setting 
 There was a clear developmental trend in the scores of the production of 
setting across age groups. There were statistically significant differences among age 
groups, except between the adjacent groups. In contrasts with a previous research 
conducted by Chan (2003), children acquire setting at a later age. According to Chan, 
(2003), setting is acquired at around age 6 while characters is acquired at around age 5 
in normally developing Cantonese speaking children. As the definition of the term 
“setting” is different in these two studies, discrepant results were expected. In the 
study conducted by Chan (2003), the production of characters and setting were scored 
separately. The production of characters refers to mentioning the characters during the 
task while the production of setting refers to mentioning when and where the story 
does happen. In this study, the production of setting component is consist of two parts, 
the mentioning of the character and the mentioning of the relationship between the 
boy and the frog. As the concept of ownership is more difficult to acquire than the 
concepts such as when and where a certain scene happens, the age at which the setting 
is acquired is found to be later, at around age 7, from the present study. On the other 
hand, no comparisons can be done with the results with English-speaking children as 
in the English data, the age 7 group was not included Trabasso (1992).  
Besides, quantitative differences, there are also qualitative differences in the 
production of settings across the age groups which can be demonstrated by the 
following language samples. It was found that for older age groups, the sentences in 
which the setting was embedded were more complex and with longer MLU. 
Examples of the production of setting by a 4-year-old: 
有青蛙 
jau5 cing1 waa1 
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have green frog 
There is a frog. 
 
汪汪個青蛙 
wou1 wou1 go3 cing1 waa1 
doggie doggie CLS green frog. 
Doggie’s frog. 
 
An example of the production of setting by a 7-year old: 
養咗隻青蛙 
joeng5 zo2 zek3 cing1 waa1 
keep AM CLS green frog 
Keeps a frog.  
 
An example of the production of setting by an adult: 
有一日攞咗隻青蛙返嚟, 佢用個樽裝住佢 
jau5 jat1 jat6 lo2 zo2 zek3 cing1 waa1 faan1 lai4, keoi5 jung6 go3 zeon1 zong1 zyu6 
keoi5 
have one day take AM CLS green frog return go, he use CLS bottle hold AM he 
One day, (he) gets a frog home and put it inside a bottle. 
 
AM = aspect marker 
CLS = classifier 
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Initiating Events 
 There was a clear developmental trend for the production of initiating events 
across age groups. Figure 1 demonstrates this trend graphically.  
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Figure 1. The percentage of participants who used initiating events in each age group. 
 
There were statistically significant differences among age groups, except 
between the adjacent groups. In the previous studies concerning the production of 
initiating events, it was found that children at age five will include initiating event in 
their narrative production. However, in this study, it was found that even the adult 
group’s production of initiating event could not attain 75%. The percentage scored by 
other age groups was even lower.  
In this study, the scoring of initiating events is scored according to whether the 
participant has produced the six possible initiating events in the Frog Story, naming (1) 
boy asleep, (2) frog leaves, (3) boy wakes, (4) boy finds jar, (5) frog gone, (6) boy sad. 
From the original study conducted by Trabasso (1992), it was suggested that all these 
scenes are initiating events that motivates the boy to search for the frog. In that study, 
the average percentage of 9-year-olds who produced initiating events was 63% while 
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that of adult group was 93%, indicating that the initiating events is relatively late in 
the acquisition of goal plan elements. It was found that the Cantonese-speaking 
participant’s performance is similar to that of English-speaking children participant’s 
in all age group except in the adults. It was found that in the English study, from the 
six initiating events, participants produced the scene “boy sad” at a significantly lower 
percentage in all age group when compared with the adult group. As the scene “boy 
sad” is related to the internal reaction of the characters, it is expected that children 
may have difficulties in realizing this fact. However, in this study, the percentage 
which adults produced the scene “boy sad” was also low. This can be accounted for 
cultural differences as Cantonese speakers produce fewer utterances about emotions 
in their narrative productions. The discrepancies between this study and the previous 
study by Chan (2003) on the production of narratives by Cantonese speaking 
participants can be accounted by the different scoring criteria employed. 
 Attempts 
 For the development of the production of attempts in Cantonese-speaking 
children, there was a clear developmental trend. Figure 2 demonstrated this trend 
graphically. 
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Figure 2. The percentage of participants who used attempts in each age group. 
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There were statistically significant differences among age groups, except 
between the adjacent groups. In this study, the production of attempts attains the 75% 
criteria at around age 9, which is the same as the English data. However, the previous 
studies done on Cantonese subjects found that participants at age 5 could have 
produced attempts. For the stories used in previous Cantonese study, there was only 
one token of attempt elements. However, in this study, the frog stories used has seven 
attempts can each carrying an equal weight in the scoring criteria. Therefore, the 
participants in the current study may be more prone to miss out the attempts element 
in the production and thus the acquisition age of attempts found in this study is later. 
There are also qualitative differences in the production of attempts across age groups. 
The older age groups often use longer utterance and more complex sentence. 
An example of the production of attempt by a 3-year-old: 
跟住佢就嗌佢 
gan1 zyu6 keoi5 zou6 aai3 keoi5 
then he then shout him 
Then he shouts at him. 
 
An example of the production of attempt by a 7-year-old: 
哥哥就喺個窿度搵吓有冇隻青蛙啦 
go4 go1 then at classifier hole adverbial search aspect marker have no classifier green 
frog sentence final particle 
The boy then search in the hole to see if the frog is there.  
Outcome 
 The production of outcome is the fastest to be acquired among the goal-plan 
components. It was found that this component was acquired at the age five in 
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Cantonese speaking children. In this study, the outcome of the Frog story refers to the 
fact that the boy take/find the frog at last. In the previous study on Cantonese-
speaking children’s narrative development, a similar term is used to refer to the 
outcome, consequence. From that study, it was found that children acquired 
consequence at age five. The results of this study on the production of outcome are 
found to agree with that of the previous one.  
 
 In this study, it was found that children’s use of goal plan components develop 
gradually. However, the timing at which each of the components varies. The 
production of outcome is developed steadily between age four to age five. For setting, 
it was considered to be developed at the age seven. For initiating events and attempts, 
they were considered to have developed at around age seven and age nine respectively.  
 This study presented evidence that the development of goal plan components 
was different in Cantonese-speaking children when compared to English-speaking 
children. First, Cantonese-speaking children’s performance in the production of goal 
plan element was similar to that of the adults before age 9. In English-speaking 
children, the research results suggested that there were substantial differences 
between the performance of 9-years-olds and adults. From the previous studies, it was 
suggested that Cantonese-speaking children were delayed in the production of 
narratives when measured by macrostructure components compared with the English 
speaking children. However, from the results of this study, the above suggestions may 
not be true. In the previous study which investigated the production of narratives in 
Cantonese-speaking children, a certain element is considered to be acquired when it is 
used by 75% of the participants in an age group. In this study, however, an adult 
group was introduced, and the different age group’s performance was compared with 
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the adult ones. This method was used as it was assumed that due to cultural 
differences, the performances of Cantonese- speaking adults and English- speaking 
may not be at the same level. When considering whether a certain components are 
acquired, it is referred to whether the performance of those components is comparable 
to that of adults. In this case, when using the adults’ performance as a standard to 
compared with, it was found that the Cantonese-speaking children’s performance is 
steadier than the English speaking children.  
 On the other hand, 9-year-old Cantonese-speaking children’s performance in 
the production of narratives still differs from that of the adult groups in certain ways. 
For example, the adults will be more likely to address to the audience by using 
productions such as: 
今日我哋會講一個故仔 
gam1 jat6 ngo5 dei6 wui5 gong2 jat1 go3 gu2 zai2 
this day we have talk one classifier story son 
Today, we will read a story. 
 
你估吓之後點吖 
nei5 gu2 haa5 zi1 hau6 dim2 aa1 
you guess aspect marker after point sentence final particle 
Guess what happens after? 
 
These kinds of productions did not appear in any of the narrations produced by 
the children participants. The results of the qualitative analysis agreed with the results 
of the result conducted by Chang (2004). The narrations produced by participants in 
older age groups were more complex syntactically. The use of conjunctions such as 
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“although” (雖然), “but” (但係), were more frequently observed in the productions of 
older age groups. Besides, the length of utterances of the children’s production was 
shorter when compared to that of the adult’s.  
It was also found that in the narrations produced by participants in older age 
groups, more emotions and feelings of the characters were included. As the 
production of these required the perception of other’s emotions and mental states, 
they are rarely found in the narratives produced in children.  
Gender Differences 
From the results of this study, it was found that there were no gender 
differences in the production of goal plan components. The performance of the male 
participants and the female participants were similar which disagrees with the 
previous study done on Cantonese-speaking preschoolers (Tse, Chan, Kwong & Li, 
2002).  From the study conducted by Tse and his colleagues, it was suggested that 
females outperform males Although the study done by Tse and his colleagues were 
only investigate the gender differences in language development in preschool children, 
the current study shown that there was no gender difference even in the youngest age 
groups.  The reason for this disagreement may due to the difference in the focus of the 
research. The research by Tse et al. mainly focused on the microstructure of the 
participants’ productions while the current study focused on the macrostructure of the 
participants’ production. As in this study, only the macrostructure of the narration 
produced were concerned, scoring was based on whether a certain goal plan element 
present. On the other hand, the gender differences reported in Tse and his colleagues 
were measured by length of utterances and syntactic complexity which were not the 
focus of investigation in the current study. Thus, the gender differences which 
reported in Tse and his colleagues’ research were not shown in the current study as 
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the scoring method in this study is not sensitive to the gender differences between 
male and female participants.  
 Conclusion and Implications 
 This study provided information on the production of goal plan components in 
Cantonese-speaking children preschool- and school-aged children in a story telling 
task. The results of this study confirmed that relationship between the development of 
goal plan components and age in normally developing Cantonese-speaking children. 
The performance of production of outcome is comparable to that of adult’s at age five. 
For the performance of production of setting, initiating events and attempts, they are 
comparable to that of adult’s at age seven, seven, and nine respectively.  
 This study was intended to be the first step in investigating Cantonese-
speaking children’s production of goal-plan elements. In the future, the discrepant 
performance in Cantonese- and English-speaking adults can be further analyzed. 
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Appendix 
Scoring Criteria for the narratives produced: 
Goal-plan elements Accepted productions: Scores
Setting   
- Introduce Frog: 青蛙 1 
- Possession of  Frog 佢隻青蛙, 佢養咗隻青蛙, 佢執到隻青蛙 1 
 Total:  2 
Initiating Events   
- Boy Asleep Suggests the boy falls asleep 
e.g. 佢瞓, 佢眼瞓, 佢去瞓覺 etc 
1 
- Frog Leaves Suggests the frog leaves the jar 
e.g. 佢出咗去, 佢出黎 etc 
1 
- Boy Wakes Suggests the boy get up 
e.g. 佢起身, 佢醒咗之後 etc 
1 
- Boy Finds Jar Suggests the boy sees the jar 
e.g. 佢睇個樽, 佢見到個樽 etc 
1 
- Frog Gone Suggests the boy realize that the frog is gone 
e.g. 青蛙冇左, 青蛙唔見左, 青蛙走左. 
1 
- Boy Sad Suggests the feeling of the boy on the 
disappearance of fron 
e.g. 佢唔開心, 佢好緊張 etc 
1 
 Total: 6 
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Goal-plan elements Accepted productions: Scores
   
Attempts Suggests the boys attempt to find the frog in 
each of the scene: 4, 5, 7, 9, 11, 14, 21 
 
e.g. 佢嗌, 佢叫, 佢叫青蛙, 佢睇(吓嗰度), 佢搵
青蛙 etc 
1 (for 
each 
scene)
 Total: 7 
Outcome   
 Denotes the boy finds or take the frog 
e.g. 佢攞青蛙, 佢見到青蛙, 佢搵翻青蛙 etc 
1 
 Total: 1 
 
End Note  
1. The Corpus of Hong Kong Frog Story was part of the output of the project entitled: 
Development of temporality in Cantonese children' stories. It was funded by the 
Research Grant Council of Hong Kong (Project No. RGC HKU 7150/01H) which was 
awarded to Dr. C. S. Leung. 
 
